Motor unit number estimation in the evaluation of focal conduction block.
Temporal dispersion and phase cancellation limit the utility of amplitude reduction in compound muscle action potential (CMAP) as a measure of focal conduction block but may not affect motor unit number estimation (MUNE). Hence, MUNE offers the potential of a specific measure of conduction block. We investigated the role of MUNE in 11 patients with ulnar neuropathy and conduction block at the elbow and also in 8 normal subjects. MUNE failed to detect motor unit dropout in the patient group because reduced values for surface-recorded motor unit potentials (SMUPs) were obtained at proximal locations, suggesting that focal compression selectively damages larger motor axons, an hypothesis that has support from animal studies. We conclude that, because MUNE is affected by the physiological characteristics of functional axons surviving the underlying pathological process, the utility of MUNE is limited to diseases in which the expected pathology affects motor axons uniformly.